"If Those Old Women Catch You, You're Going To Cop It”: Night Patrols, Indigenous Women, and Place Based Sovereignty in Outback Australia by Blagg, H & Anthony, T
African Journal of Criminology and Justice Studies: AJCJS, Vol.8, Special Issue 1: Indigenous Perspectives and Counter Colonial Criminology November 2014  ISSN 1554-3897 
 
‘If Those Old Women Catch You, You're Going To Cop It’: Night Patrols, 
Indigenous Women, and Place Based Sovereignty in Outback Australia 
 Harry Blagg University of Western Australia Thalia Anthony University of Technology Sydney 
 
Abstract 
Night Patrols (‘patrols’) are a uniquely Indigenous Australian form of community self-
policing.  Patrols do not fit neatly into established paradigms of ‘policing’ emanating 
from the Global North. They are not part of the apparatus of the state police, nor do they 
offer commodified private security services and, unlike mainstream police, they cannot 
legitimately call on a reservoir of coercive powers to ensure compliance. In this article we 
sketch out what we describe as the ‘contested space’ of Indigenous self-policing, as 
represented by patrols, through a postcolonial lens, paying particular attention to the 
role of Indigenous women’s agency in creating, nurturing and sustaining night patrol 
work within an Indigenous ethics of care and notions of wellbeing.  Drawing on 
international critical postcolonial scholarship we tease out the links between patrol work 
and broader expressions of sovereign power embedded in Indigenous law. Our key 
contention is that there are learnings from the Australian experience for other 
postcolonies, where there are kindred debates regarding the balance between Indigenous 
and colonial systems of justice and policing.  We highlight the experience of patrols in the 
Northern Territory (NT) where the policing of Indigenous space and place have become a 
key priority for the Australian Government after a major focus on issues of child abuse 
and family violence.   
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 2008; Mignolo 2011). They criticise researchers from the Global North for tending to operate from within a set of culturally bound domain assumptions that position the Global South as a fractured site of under-development and backwardness – to be rendered knowable and, ultimately, redeemable though western methods and western intervention. From this elevated position of privilege researchers are able to look down on the ‘third world’ simply as a repository of ‘unprocessed data’ as well as unprocessed raw materials:  These other worlds … are treated less as sources of refined knowledge than as reservoirs of raw fact: of the historical, natural, and ethnographic minutiae from which Euromodernity might fashion its testable theories and transcendent truths, its axioms and certitudes, its premises, postulates and principles. Just as it has capitalized on non-Western “raw materials” – materials at once human and physical, moral and medical, mineral and man-made, cultural and agricultural – by ostensibly adding value and refinement (Comaroff and Comaroff 2014: 11).  Postcolonial critique essentially reverses the traditional process through which ‘reality’ is rendered knowable by researchers. It ‘invert[s]’ the ‘order of things’, in Comaroff and Comaroff’s (2014: 12) expression, by questioning the impartiality, reliability and objectivity of the western researchers worldview (Smith 1999): that ubiquitous and omniscient white gaze (Hall 1981; Smith 1999). They also provide a critical stance of resistance in which Western practices are appropriated where they accommodate Indigenous practices and eschewed where they compromise Indigenous outcomes (see Agozino 2003 and Cohen 2007). Drawing on this approach, this article explores the experiences of patrols as an Indigenous domain that comingles with, as well as offsets, the state and its colonising core.    
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Blagg and Anthony construct engagement spaces in-between cultures and respect a ‘pluriverse’ of epistemologies and worldviews (Escobar 2011). For criminologists such as ourselves, thinking within a decolonial space requires a degree of  ‘disciplinary disobedience‘ (Mignolo 2011), deliberately stepping outside the boundaries of a discipline which often uncritically defends various hegemonically sanctioned divisions, such as the normal and the pathological, as well as state (legitimate) and non-state (illegitimate) legal and punishment systems.  
 Indigenous women’s agency, often neglected within the ‘development’ literature concerned with social and economic change (see Radcliffe 1999), takes on greater significance within a postcolonial framework. Women’s patrols ‘uncouple’ or ‘delink’ the ‘colonial matrix of power' (Mignolo 2011) embedded in the imagery of the ‘patrol’. They depart from their mono-culturally authorised position as a form of surveillance by the state. Instead narratives of the practice of patrolling become a story of community strength and cohesion.  
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Blagg and Anthony new governance bureaucrats such as Government Business Managers, etc), rather than being invited to perform policing tasks independently. Government funding for patrols was not intended to increase self-determination but expand the capacity of government agencies to regulate communities (see Altman and Hinkson 2007).  The space/time of postcolonial conflict and contestation has its own particular rhythmic flow, conditioned by relationships of domination, subordination and resistance set in train by the colonial encounter that continue to exert enormous influence on the consciousness of the settler colonists and the Indigenous colonised, irrespective of dominant economic ideologies: for there are deep currents here, historical concatenations and flows that defy the closure techniques of western temporal periodization (Blagg 2008a, 2008b, 2012).  These flows are encapsulated in Edward Said’s (1994) notion of ‘contrapuntal’ time, conceived to escape the totalizing narratives of colonial discourse, where history is imagined as a series of more or less completed stages, moving ineluctably forwards through linear time. Contrapuntal themes, in contrast, are always unfinished, unsettling, repetitive and reprising. According to Said, contrapuntal themes ‘travel across temporal, cultural and ideological barriers in unforeseen ways’ (Said 2003: 24).  The space/time of postcolonial conflict in Australia has incubated a routinized ‘state of exception’, originating in the founding violence of the colonial encounter, when the control, displacement and dispossession of the Indigenous minority justified extreme, ‘emergency’ measures and, at the level of the collective unconscious, it instilled an existential dread of the Indigenous Other.  This dread cohabits with other objects of anxiety and paranoia for the white mainstream exhibited in Australia’s draconian measures to ‘stop the boats’ and the archipelago of offshore detention regimes it has spawned to ‘process’ asylum seekers. For Moreton-Robinson (2007) the twin ‘threats’ of Indigenous peoples and asylum seekers play on white anxieties about invasion and dispossession – they displace the founding experience of colonisation onto both internal and external threats to white national sovereignty (Moreton-Robinson 2007).   Our article draws on a number of field research projects undertaken by the authors in Central Australia (a vast semi-desert area surrounding Alice Springs with fluctuating populations of about 1,000 people) between 2007-11, the most recent being an investigation of policing related issues following an Australian Commonwealth Government intervention which significantly increased the quantum and density of white law and order on remote communities.  Experience suggests that extending the disciplinary and criminalisation powers of the settler state deeper into the Indigenous domain does not necessarily reduce social problems in these communities or ensures the maintenance of social order; instead, as Chris Cunneen (2011) argues, it has a tendency to intensify levels of disadvantage and undermine social order. Before analysing these issues in detail a brief description of night patrols and how they work. 
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 They provide assistance for target groups in need or at risk and operate both mobile and foot patrols, depending on context. Although their functions vary, they converge on safe transportation, dispute resolution, prevention of family violence, homelessness and substance misuse (including petrol sniffing), and diversion from contact with the criminal justice system (Blagg 2008a). They transport people to community and government facilities, where available, such as sobering-up shelters, safe houses, women’s refuges, men’s places, clinics, hostels, ‘family healing’ and justice groups, and they liaise with case workers and the police (Memmott & Fantin 2001; Pilkington 2009; Ryan 2001;). In some states (Western Australia for example) they are involved in truancy patrols and, in partnership with breakfast programs, ensure children are on time for school (Blagg 2006).   An early review of patrols across Australia (Blagg & Valuri 2004) found there were around 150 patrol schemes Australia wide and they functioned in urban as well as rural and remote settings. They varied in size, with some urban patrols being able to mount wide-ranging services in partnership with government and non-government agencies, while others may involve a few community members intervening with drinkers, settling disputes or checking on children to ensure they are safe.    In the absence of consistent government investment, community based crime prevention initiatives in the NT have traditionally relied heavily on local cultural knowledge and localized resources in the absence of consistent government support. Patrols have played an important, though inconsistent and ad hoc, role in enabling Indigenous communities to restrict the flow of alcohol and take the heat out of potentially combustible situations.  The landscape in the NT has changed markedly since 2007, when there was a ‘surge’ in police numbers on remote Indigenous communities. 
 
The Intervention and the Police Surge The policing surge complemented a series of new regulatory policies and practices (collectively known as ‘the Intervention’), intended to tackle what was believed to be endemic child abuse and family violence in Indigenous communities in the NT. In May 2006 claims of endemic family violence and the sexual abuse of children in remote NT communities attracted the attention of the conservative Australian Government and led to the initial mobilisation of Federal police to the Northern Territory in mid-2006. A year later an official inquiry (Wild and Anderson 2007) was released which, even though it recommended community capacity building as a solution and expressed some scepticism about official claims regarding the scale of abuse, was deployed as a 
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Diagram 1. Comparison of imprisonment rates in Northern Territory and 
Australia-wide, 2007/8-2012/13.  Source: Northern Territory Department of Correctional Services, Annual Statistics 2012 – 2013 (2014: 7).  This led us to conclude, following Jonathan Simon (2007), that the increased criminalisation of Indigenous people constituted an attempt to ‘govern through crime’ in the NT (Anthony 2010; Anthony & Blagg 2013), with the settler state seeking to 
normalise the ‘outback’, assimilate its space into the Australian mainstream, and eradicate Indigenous difference (Anthony and Blagg 2012). This aim took precedence over the safety of Indigenous women, unless prison has become the new site for ‘saving’ Indigenous women. 
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Blagg and Anthony  There were a number of competing definitions in play regarding the role of the patrols as part of the Intervention.  The NT police have tended to see patrols as the ‘eyes and ears’ of the police on remote communities, playing an essentially subaltern role in local policing strategies – a categorisation rejected by patrols themselves who see their work as radically different from mainstream policing. Indeed, many believed that their core task was to act as a buffer between the community and the police (Blagg and Valuri 2001).  Patrols often emerged because of the unwillingness of police to become involved in problems in Aboriginal communities – not surprisingly given the extent to which colonial policing was focused upon maintaining the divide between coloniser and colonised. Julalikari Patrol, one of the longest running patrols in Tennant Creek (central NT), emerged because of Aboriginal people’s ‘dissatisfaction with policing in their communities’ (Langton, 1991: 439) and because no government security agencies were intervening to halt ‘the escalating violence, trauma and deaths in the town-camps’ (Curtis, 1993: 74). Curtis (1993: 77) firmly refutes suggestion (largely made by the police) that Julalikari existed to ‘assist the police remove intoxicated people from the streets’ instead, he argues the purpose of the Patrol was to resolve, or head off, disputes before they became un-manageable. More recently, patrols have become features of a crime prevention and community safety imaginary, where the activities of patrols are viewed as adjunct to government strategies designed to reduce levels of social disorder in communities. Patrols would agree that they have an important role to play in this area, but there are some fundamental areas of disagreement between patrols and government about how this can best be achieved. These conflicting definitions of the roles and purposes of patrols has become a site of contestation between Indigenous communities and white structures of governance.   
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Ties that Bind: Aboriginal Law As Lloyd and Rogers observe, initiatives generated by NT Indigenous communities, such as patrols, are anchored in Indigenous law, meaning that their authority to intervene in local issues is derived from cultural authority (see also Blagg 2006: 3-4; NT Law Reform Committee 2003). Notwithstanding the increased presence of government agencies and police in NT communities since 2006, Indigenous cultural obligations continue to have significant influence on Indigenous life in remote areas.  Indigenous people pursue justice through many different community avenues and not only through the police (Pilkington 2009: 7). Aboriginal law binds people together and creates an intricate patchwork of relationships, obligations and ties.  Patrols operate according to the precepts of Aboriginal law, respecting ‘avoidance’ practices and the distinct rules governing relationships between different moiety or ‘skin name’ groups.i Indeed, as we argue later, patrols do not simply operate within limits set down by Aboriginal law, they actively exercise and reproduce the law when they patrol communities, as many of the women are respected Law Women, responsible for important ceremonies, songs, dances, places and stories within the Jakurpa (usually translated as ‘dreamings’ by non-Indigenous people). It is possible to find them during the day painting outside the Warlukurlangu arts centre, or participating in the 
Yuendumu Mediation and Justice Committee which attempts to bring Indigenous notions of dispute resolution into the Magistrate’s Court. These senior women help to knit together the community through the practice of what Aboriginal people in Central Australia call Kanyini, which translates best as a form of mutual care that engenders respect for the spiritual basis of Indigenous life. Respect for gender difference is reflected in the number of distinct men and women’s patrols in the NT. Men and women have their own forms of law ‘business’, dreamings and ceremonial spaces.  This is reflected in the ways men and women’s patrols divide their work on communities, to avoid prohibited forms of contact, and particular prohibited places.   It is important to acknowledge patrolling is a gendered activity in Indigenous communities. Blagg and Valuri (2001) found that around 50 per cent of patrollers in Australia are women and that women represent roughly half of the clients, and often have very specific views about the nature of the work, tending to have a stronger ‘ethic of care’, be less authoritarian and more welfare orientated than male patrollers (Blagg and Valuri 2001; TurnerWalker 2011). Jennifer Turner-Walker (2011) argues that men’s patrols have a tendency to copy the masculine culture of state police in the way they approach patrol work, focusing on authority, whereas women’s patrols do not need to project an authoritarian persona. For men, and many Indigenous men included, performances of masculine authority are the default form of ‘doing policing’. Women’s patrols show how a critical mass of women’s agency in policing roles can transcend some of the negative macho elements in policing culture. 
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Blagg and Anthony In mandating the roles of night patrols this way, the government has sharpened the focus of their work on crime and violence reduction, to the detriment, some suggest, of their other community functions that may not fall within the arena of crime prevention 
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 Qualitative evidence, by academics, government bodies and law reform commissions, that patrols play an important role in harm reduction and improved community governance are based on measurements such as whether they are embraced by the community, collaborate with other community services and have positive outcomes from their encounters (Beacroft et al 2011: 4; Blagg 2006: 3-4, 46). Observations of two remote communities in Western Australia suggest that patrols substantially reduced the number of admissions to police lock-ups (Blagg 2006: 24; Blagg & Valuri 2003: 20-1). There is also evidence of reduced juvenile crime rates, alcohol-related crime and protective custody rates (Cunneen 2001: 9, 41-2). The Tangentyere Council Patrollers (2007: 3) in central Australia found that of the 9,396 encounters, 8.7% involved violence and the majority of these were diffused without police involvement. In two-thirds of all encounters, the community member was transported home or to a safe place. Monitoring data of central Australian patrols found that they play an important role in strengthening Indigenous cultural authority (Turner-Walker 2011). Equally, there is a perception in communities that patrols enhance cultural understanding between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous domains.  Aboriginal communities and government agencies may share common objectives (crime reduction, increased community safety, reduced incarceration) but may have radically different understandings of the processes necessary to achieve them. When developing initiatives funding bodies and agencies tend to focus primarily on issues related to budgets, reporting and management, administration and so on, and give secondary importance on the need to ensure projects are culturally embedded. Peter Ryan (2005) argued that much of the policy debate about patrols has taken place around issues not of central importance to Aboriginal people and was premised on non-Indigenous ‘social, cultural and political structures’. He maintained:   The debate about night patrols is yet to properly focus on important Indigenous concepts and requirements that may be necessary for the successful implementation of night patrols (Ryan 2005: 1).   Ryan demonstrates this through a discussion of the principles underpinning the 
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Concluding Comments In this article we have discussed the role of Night Patrols in the outback Northern Territory. We have argued that it is necessary to place them within a history of postcolonial conflict and attempts by Indigenous people to police themselves in accordance with Indigenous law and culture. Night Patrols demonstrate how Indigenous groups can operate autonomously and through the authority of their community. It juxtaposes and challenges the imagery of legitimate authority that attaches to formal postcolonial policing. Unlike postcolonial policing, night patrols operate to strengthen rather than subordinate Indigenous communities. They assert Indigenous rather than settler law and do much more than fill in the gaps where there is a white policing vacuum, or to be ancillary to the state police. Rather than being incorporated into postcolonial relations or coopted by the mainstream system, despite its attempts since the 2007 Northern Territory Intervention, patrols play a role in recuperating Indigenous law and authority, and expressing Indigenous sovereignty.   We have also noted the significant role played by Indigenous women in patrolling. The role of women in these patrols provides valuable lessons for other postcolonial contexts. Such involvement demonstrates that Indigenous women in the NT, far from being the docile, passive victims of Indigenous male violence (an imaginary that flourished in the lead-up to the 2007 Intervention and legitimated the punitive turn) are actively engaged in running their communities and are bearers of sovereign power. This does not negate the fact that Indigenous women in the NT are amongst the most victimised section of Australian society. Rather it shifts the focus of attention away from solutions based solely on top down strategies, such as more arrest and incarceration of Indigenous men (which, ineluctably leads to more incarceration of Indigenous women) and points, instead, to building upon women’s capacities and developing partnerships with place-based Indigenous structures. Currently, it seems, prison is the only consistent ‘refuge’ the white legal system can offer Indigenous women. Furthermore, women’s patrols have created a form of community policing based upon an ethics of care, rather than of surveillance and punishment, and illustrate what can be achieved when a critical mass of women’s agency influences the direction of policing and safeguards community well-being. 
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i  In the Northern Territory a moiety system divides communities into two groups: ‘sun side’ and ‘shade 
side’. Most communities also use a section or subsection system with four to eight ‘skin names’. An 
individual gains a ‘skin name’ upon birth based on the skin names of his or her parents, to indicate the 




                                                 
